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Abstract 
Tourism is an important part of foreign language learning as visiting the target-language country will provide the best 
environment for learners to use the language. ‘Mandarin for travelling’ which focuses on the travelling purposes in China, is one 
of the popular themes of Mandarin learning for specific purposes for adult MFL (Mandarin as a foreign language) learners from 
different countries of the world.  However, ‘Mandarin for travelling’ has not been offered as an individual subject for MFL 
learning in any of the tertiary institutions in Malaysia. Hence, this paper aims to investigate whether there is a need to include 
‘Mandarin for travelling’ in the MFL curriculum in Malaysia.  A large number of samples totalling 2,534 student-respondents 
from five public universities in Malaysia, namely UiTM, UPM, USM, UKM and UM, were invited to fill out the questionnaires. 
The results of the investigation indicate that half of the MFL learners in Malaysia showed no interest in visiting China. The 
majority of the other half wished to visit China for travelling purposes, and joining a tour was their preference.  With all 
arrangements done by a tour guide, ‘Mandarin for travelling’ may not be useful to learners, and indirectly the learning of 
vocabulary for travelling purposes is not very important to MFL learners in Malaysia.  Since the findings imply that majority of 
the MFL learners in Malaysia did not intend to use Mandarin in China, ‘Mandarin for travelling’ will not be important for MFL 
learners in Malaysia either in the short or long term.    
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1. Introduction 
Tourism is an important part of foreign language learning as visiting the target-language country will provide the 
best environment for learners to use the language.  ‘Mandarin for travelling’ which focuses on travelling purposes in 
China, is one of the popular themes of Mandarin learning for specific purposes for adult MFL (Mandarin as a 
foreign language) learners from different countries of the world.  However, ‘Mandarin for travelling’ has not been 
offered as an individual subject for MFL learning in any of the tertiary institutions in Malaysia.  Hence, this paper 
aims to investigate whether there is a need to include ‘Mandarin for travelling’ in the MFL curriculum in Malaysia. 
2. Literature Review 
With regards to studies about visits to a target-language country, references were made to a Japanese needs 
analysis (hereafter NA) (Iwai, Kondo, Lim, Ray, Shimizu, & Brown, 1999) and a Korean NA (Chaudron, Doughty, 
Kim, Kong, Lee, Lee, Long, Rivers & Urano, 2005).  Both NAs were conducted in Hawaii.  It is worthwhile to note 
that James Dean Brown (1995, 1998, 2001), an expert in quantitative research in second language learning, and 
Michael Long, an expert in researching NA issues, were the respective researchers for the Japanese and Korean 
NAs.  Both the Japanese and Korean NAs investigated learner interest in visiting Japan and Korea, respectively.   
Comparing the subjects in the Hawaii Japanese NA and the subjects in the present Mandarin NA, learners’ 
language needs in terms of tour-related situations may be different depending on whether learners aim to be a 
service provider or a customer.  In the Japanese NA, 28.5% of the subjects were majoring in Business or Travel 
Industry Management (Iwai et al., 1999, p. 14). Obviously, it was to be expected that this group of learners would be 
interested in learning the necessary skills to deal with tourists from Japan.  However, the majority of the subjects, 
from both Hawaii and Malaysia, were not majoring in tourism.  Therefore, most of them probably behaved as 
tourists when they travelled to Japan and China, respectively.     
In the case of Malaysia, no doubt the relationship between Mandarin and tourism is important as many tourists 
from China visit Malaysia each year.  However, due to Malaysia being a multiethnic country where Malaysian 
Chinese accounts for 24.6% of the total population (The 2010 Population and Housing Census of Malaysia, 
retrieved December 18, 2011), the service providers to Chinese tourists are mainly the local Chinese in Malaysia.  
Because of this, the present Mandarin NA focuses only on the target MFL learners, the majority of whom are Malay 
students, who are presumed to be customers (tourists), rather than service providers. 
3. Methods 
A total number of 2,534 student-respondents from five public universities in Malaysia, namely Universiti 
Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), Universiti Malaya (UM), Universiti Putra Malaysia 
(UPM) and Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), were invited to fill out the questionnaires.  UiTM uses Pinyin, 
the Romanised form of Mandarin, as a medium of instruction, while the Non-UiTM, i.e., UPM, USM, UKM and 
UM use Chinese characters as a medium of instruction.  Due to the practice of using different mediums, it was 
considered important to distinguish between two groups of learners, which are classified as the UiTM and Non-
UiTM groups.  
The questionnaire was distributed to the participants during their Mandarin classes in the second half of semester 
two (August to September) of 2009.  In total, 2,151 and 418 questionnaires from the UiTM and the Non-UiTM 
groups, respectively, were valid for analysis.  
4. Findings and discussion 
4.1. UiTM and Non-UiTM students’ perceptions 
 
The students were asked about their past or intended visits to China (Question 1).  Half of the students (50.4% or 
1,276) answered ‘yes’ to this question: 49.9% (1073) of the UiTM students and 53.0% (203) of the Non-UiTM 
students indicated that they had either visited China before or intended to visit China in the future (Table 1).  In 
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response to Question 2 as to whether they had joined or would join a group tour or travel independently, 70.7% 
(895) of them had joined or would join a tour and the remainder (29.3% or 371) said they had travelled or would 
like to travel independently (Table 2).   
 
Table 1. Students’ past or intended visits to mainland China or Taiwan 
Student-respondents Past or intended visits to mainland China or Taiwan Total Yes No 
 UiTM  1,073 1,076 2,149 
 49.9% 50.1% 100.0% 
Non-UiTM  203 180 383 
 53.0% 47.0% 100.0% 
Total  1,276 1,256 2,532 
 50.4% 49.6% 100.0% 
 
Table 2. Students’ ways to travel in mainland China or Taiwan 
Student-respondents Ways to travel in mainland China or Taiwan Joining a tour Independent travel Total 
 UiTM  757 307 1,064 
 71.1% 28.9% 100.0% 
Non-UiTM  138 64 202 
 68.3% 31.7% 100.0% 
Total  895 371 1,266 
 70.7% 29.3% 100.0% 
 
The student-respondents who gave positive responses about their past and intended visits to mainland China or 
Taiwan were asked about their reasons for visiting China (Question 3).  Among 1,276 (50.4%) (Table 1) students 
who had visited or who were interested in visiting China, 75.8% (954) of them had visited or would visit China for 
travelling purposes (Table 3). According to Table 3, the rest (24.2% or 304) of the student-respondents had visited 
or would visit China for various other reasons such as education (16.0% or 201) or business (4.2% or 53). 
 
Table 3. Students’ main reasons for visiting mainland China or Taiwan 
Main reasons for visiting  
mainland China or Taiwan 
Student-respondents Total UiTM Non-UiTM 
 Travelling  818 136 954 
 77.1% 69.0% 75.8% 
Visiting friends  6 0 6 
 .6% .0% .5% 
Visiting relatives  10 3 13 
 .9% 1.5% 1.0% 
Doing business  49 4 53 
 4.6% 2.0% 4.2% 
Working  25 4 29 
 2.4% 2.0% 2.3% 
For immigration purpose  2 0 2 
 .2% .0% .2% 
For educational purpose  151 50 201 
 14.2% 25.4% 16.0% 
Total 
 1,061 197 1,258 
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4.2. Students’ perceptions by gender 
 
Half of the female students (52.8% or 970) indicated their interest in visiting China compared to 40% of their 
male counterparts (43.2% or 284) (see Table 4).  Female students (73.3% or 707) also preferred to travel in China by 
joining a tour, instead of travelling independently, compared to male students (62.1% or 174) (see Table 5).  From 
Table 6, we find that both male (76.3% or 212) and female students (76.0% or 728) stated that their visit to China 




Table 4. Students’ past or intended visits to mainland China or Taiwan by gender 
Student-respondents Past or intended visits to mainland China or Taiwan Total Yes No 
 Male  284 373 657 
 43.2% 56.8% 100.0% 
Female  970 868 1,838 
 52.8% 47.2% 100.0% 
Total  1,254 1,241 2,495 
 50.3% 49.7% 100.0% 
 
Table 5. Students’ ways to travel in mainland China or Taiwan by gender 
Student-respondents Ways to travel in mainland China or Taiwan  Joining a tour Independent travel Total 
 Male  174 106 280 
 62.1% 37.9% 100.0% 
Female  707 257 964 
 73.3% 26.7% 100.0% 
Total  881 363 1,244 
 70.8% 29.2% 100.0% 
 
Table 6. Students’ main reasons for visiting mainland China or Taiwan by gender 
Main purposes for visiting China Gender Total Male Female 
 Travelling 212 728 940 76.3% 76.0% 76.1% 
Visiting friends 2 4 6 
.7% .4% .5% 
Visiting relatives 4 8 12 1.4% .8% 1.0% 
Doing business 13 37 50 4.7% 3.9% 4.0% 
Working 12 17 29 4.3% 1.8% 2.3% 
For immigration purposes 1 1 2 
.4% .1% .2% 
For educational purposes 34 163 197 12.2% 17.0% 15.9% 
Total 278 958 1,236 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 
It is common to read in Mandarin textbooks published outside mainland China a story about MFL learners 
starting to learn Mandarin in their own countries and then travelling to mainland China to do a short-term Mandarin 
course or to pursue a long-term study at a later stage (Remscheid, 2008; Zhou, 2005a & 2005b).  
‘Mandarin for travelling’ which focuses on the travelling purposes in China, is one of the popular themes of 
Mandarin learning for specific purposes for MFL learners from different countries of the world.  The textbooks on 
Travelling Mandarin normally consist of topics on how to conduct basic conversations under different circumstances 
in Chinese, such as asking directions, asking for help, shopping, ordering food, and so on.  In addition, students may 
learn about various complex situations that involve talking to local people in Chinese (Zhang & Ai, 2006). 
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Do MFL learners need ‘Mandarin for travelling’ as described above? According to the findings in section 4.1, 
among the 2,534 student-respondents, only half of them had visited or were interested in visiting China.  Of these, 
75.8% of the respondents had visited or will visit China for travelling purposes, while 70.7% of the students 
declared that they had joined or they would join a tour rather than travel independently.  With all arrangements done 
by a tour guide, most of the objectives set in the travel book may not be useful to visitors who join a tour to China, 
because itineraries, food and accommodation are all well arranged beforehand.  Thus, ‘Travelling Mandarin’ may 
not be useful to learners, and indirectly the learning of vocabulary for travelling purposes is not very important to 





Overall, the investigation of learner interest in visiting China indicates that majority of the MFL learners in 
Malaysia questioned did not intend to use Mandarin in China.  The findings indicate that half of the MFL learners in 
Malaysia showed no interest in visiting China.  The majority of the other half wished to visit China for travelling 
purposes, and joining a tour was their preference.  Based on the findings, it can be concluded that ‘Mandarin for 
travelling’ is not a priority for MFL learners in Malaysia, and is unlikely to be so, either in the short or long term.     
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